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  Editor’s Note: Bill Bratton has never been one 
to mince words. He has managed six police 
agencies in the United States, including three 
of the Nation’s largest. Chief Bratton currently 
runs the Los Angeles Police Department. 
Before that, he was commissioner of the 
Boston Police Department, and from 1994–
1996, commissioner of the New York City 
Police Department. The National Institute of 
Justice invited Chief Bratton to speak at its 
annual conference last year. He discussed the 
sometimes rocky relationship between crimi-
nal justice practitioners and criminal justice 
researchers. Here are excerpts from those 
remarks.

For most of the last half of the 20th  
century, the relat�onsh�p between pol�ce 
pract�t�oners and researchers was, at 

best, one of agree�ng to d�sagree on the 
causes of cr�me and the best ways to respond 
to and prevent cr�me. At worst, we talked  
past each other and d�dn’t connect at all. 

I’m a proponent of more �nt�mate partner-
sh�ps and collaborat�on between pract�t�oners 
and academ�cs. I’m conv�nced that these 
partnersh�ps are part�cularly �mportant as we 
enter the new parad�gm of the 21st century, 
where �ntell�gence-led pol�c�ng and the  
uncerta�nt�es of under-researched �ssues  
l�ke terror�sm and cybercr�me beg�n to  
confront us.

*  *  *

I understand research for research sake  
and bel�eve that �t has �ts place; but �n order 
to be useful to the pract�t�oner, research-
ers need to understand pract�t�oners’ needs 
and should cons�der the potent�al �mpact of 
the�r study on the aud�ence. Otherw�se, we 
m�ght just end up hav�ng academ�cs wr�t�ng 
to �mpress each other w�th no long-term last-
�ng effect on what �s actually happen�ng �n 
the f�eld. Pract�t�oners and researchers often 
th�nk �n d�fferent t�me frames. The pol�ce 
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execut�ve has to del�ver results �n a much 
more �mmed�ate t�me span and �s constantly  
�n need of even more t�mely and accurate  
�nformat�on upon wh�ch to make allocat�on 
dec�s�ons. Researchers oftent�mes can-
not meet these needs. The somet�mes  
enormous lag between research be�ng 
conducted and �ts eventual appl�cat�on �s 
frustrat�ng to those charged w�th del�ver�ng 
fa�rly �mmed�ate results where l�ves are  
qu�te l�terally at stake. Know�ng what  
happened 2 years ago—let alone 5 or 10— 
�s often of no value and �s not �ncluded  
�n the dec�s�onmak�ng processes of  
pract�t�oners. 

*  *  *

I can remember dur�ng my t�me �n New 
York C�ty that once we had a plan, we d�d 
everyth�ng everywhere all at once because 
w�th �8,000 cops—for the f�rst t�me �n my 
career—I could do that. Accord�ng to the 
experts, th�s type of approach d�d not allow 
for val�d exper�ments or a perfect research 
sett�ng. Well, I’m sorry, but I’m sure that 
the thousands of people whose l�ves were 
saved are grateful that we d�dn’t wa�t to 
exper�ment here and there. Th�s d�fference 
�n m�ndset contr�butes to what I bel�eve  
�s part of the d�v�de between some  
researchers and some pract�t�oners. 

Bratton on Crime

For most of the t�me between the 1960’s 
and the 1990’s, many of our most �nfluent�al 
pol�t�c�ans, researchers, the med�a, and  
even some well-�ntent�oned pol�ce leaders 
sought to l�m�t the role of the pol�ce to ‘f�rst 
responders’ rather than that of ‘f�rst preven-
ters.’ We were also told that the causes of 
cr�me were econom�c and soc�al and that 
we could have no �mpact on these so-called 
causes. Rather, we were encouraged to 
focus on response to cr�me and to measure 
our success by arrest numbers, clearance 
rates, and response t�me . . . Focus�ng on 
the response tended to hold pol�ce off�cers 
less accountable. Fortunately, there were 
some researchers and pol�ce leaders, l�ke 
me, who—because of our exper�ence �n 
the ne�ghborhoods of our c�t�es—embraced 
a d�fferent approach. We understood qu�te 

s�mply that the so-called causes were, �n 
most env�ronments, strong �nfluences and 
not causes.

*  *  *

I bel�eve strongly that the s�ngle most �mpor-
tant cause of cr�me �s human behav�or, not 
soc�al, econom�c, demograph�c, or ethno-
graph�c factors. All of those factors may act 
as �nfluences on cr�me, �n some �nstances 
s�gn�f�cant �nfluences, but the real cause �s 
behav�or. The one th�ng I have learned— 
and now strongly advocate—�s that the 
pol�ce, properly resourced and d�rected,  
can control behav�or to such a degree that 
we can change behav�or. My exper�ences  
�n Boston and �n New York and now �n  
Los Angeles has borne th�s out. I have  
seen noth�ng �n the way of hard ev�dence  
to d�ssuade me from th�s s�mple truth. 

*  *  *

Many soc�al sc�ent�sts are wedded to what 
I bel�eve to be the fa�led and never proven 
�dea that cr�me �s caused by the structural 
features of a cap�tal�st-based democrat�c 
soc�ety—espec�ally demograph�cs, econom�c  
�mbalance, rac�sm, and poverty. They 
assume that true cr�me reduct�on can  
come only as the result of econom�c reform, 
red�str�but�on of wealth, and el�m�nat�on of 
poverty and rac�sm—all worthwh�le goals. 
Indeed, they speak of cr�me as a sort of 
d�sease that cr�m�nals are at r�sk of catch-
�ng, through no culpab�l�ty of the�r own, and 
for wh�ch the pol�ce have no respons�b�l�ty 
or ab�l�ty to prevent. I hold that these pro-
ponents are very much removed from the 
real�ty of the pract�t�oners’ exper�ences and 
cannot poss�bly see what we see, up close 

‘The sometimes enormous lag between 
research being conducted and its eventual 
application is frustrating to those charged with 
delivering fairly immediate results where lives 
are quite literally at stake.‘



N I J  J o u r N a l  /  I s s u e  N o .  2 5 7

�0

and personal, every day. We, the pol�ce, 
helped create a huge and pos�t�ve �mpact 
�n the 1990’s. We began to ach�eve h�stor�c 
cr�me reduct�on and �mproved qual�ty of  
l�fe. Our new focus rema�ns pr�mar�ly on 
measures of effect�veness, not just act�v�ty 
and response. 

Bratton on the Role of Police 

Qu�te s�mply, cops count. We are one of the 
most essent�al �n�t�ators and catalysts �n the 
cr�m�nal just�ce equat�on. Cr�me may go up 
or down to some degree when �nfluenced 
by many of the old so-called causes—wh�ch 
I prefer to descr�be as �nfluences—but the 
qu�ckest way to �mpact cr�me �s w�th a well-
led, managed, and appropr�ately resourced 
pol�ce force that embraces r�sk tak�ng and 
not r�sk advers�ty, and a pol�c�ng structure  
that �ncludes accountab�l�ty-focused 
COMPSTAT management pr�nc�ples,  
“broken w�ndows” qual�ty-of-l�fe �n�t�at�ves, 
and problem-or�ented commun�ty pol�c�ng 
that �s transparent and access�ble to the 
publ�c, the profess�on, the med�a, and  
the research commun�ty. 

A Challenge to Researchers

I challenge cr�m�nal just�ce researchers  
to aggress�vely respond to �ncreas�ngly  
confl�ct�ng theor�es and arguments—and  
to an almost mean-sp�r�tedness of some 
cr�m�nolog�sts, academ�cs, and soc�olog�sts 
who d�m�n�sh, or d�sm�ss outr�ght, the  
contr�but�ons and effect�veness of our  
pol�ce off�cers and pract�t�oners. Some  
seek to assert—w�th what to me and my 
fellow pract�t�oners somet�mes appear to 

be spec�ous data, faulty assumpt�ons, or �vy 
tower perspect�ves—that the pol�ce play 
l�ttle or no role �n the prevent�on of cr�me. 
I’m sorry. We do. 

*  *  *

We need more �deas and more research  
�nto what works, espec�ally on how the 
pol�ce can make a d�fference—our role,  
our �mpact. So much of what has been 
done seems �ntent on d�sprov�ng that we 
count. I also want to encourage research-
ers to be �ntrospect�ve and to th�nk about 
the�r aud�ence. Much of the soc�al sc�ence 
research that I encounter appears to be  
wr�tten by academ�cs for academ�cs. It does 
not appear to be grounded �n and val�dated 
by sol�d f�eld exper�ence. So, as a result, �t  
�s not v�ewed as cred�ble by many pol�ce 
leaders. Some of �t appears to me and to 
other cops as com�ng from a dec�dedly  
ant�-pol�ce b�ased perspect�ve . . . Absent 
clear-cut results or at least research that  
�s �ntell�g�ble and useful to the f�eld and to 
pract�t�oners l�ke me, researchers r�sk be�ng 
shut out, cut off, and ult�mately reduced to 
the po�nt of �rrelevance.

*  *  *

I’m ask�ng that more researchers beg�n to 
work w�th us and among us �n the real-world 
laborator�es of our departments and c�t�es 
to help us prove or d�sprove the bel�efs and 
pract�ces that I, as a pract�t�oner, and most 
of my colleagues deeply bel�eve, espouse, 
and pract�ce. Researchers don’t need to look 
at us and analyze us l�ke a far-away galaxy 
through a telescope. We are r�ght here and 
more researchers need to work among us 
rather than just observ�ng and comment�ng 
about us �n language that �s seen as d�spar-
ag�ng or d�sm�ss�ve. We don’t need theor�es 
that appeal to—and are understood fully 
by—a l�m�ted few among them. We need 
theor�es that are understood and embraced 
by law enforcement leaders l�ke me, who 
can take the thoughts and theor�es of cr�m�-
nal just�ce researchers and val�date or ref�ne 
them �n the petr� d�sh of our departments 
and c�t�es. 
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‘We need theories that are understood and 
embraced by law enforcement leaders like me, 

who can take the thoughts and theories  
of criminal justice researchers and validate  

or refine them in the petri dish of our  
departments and cities.’




